12

Introduction and Thesis

The afterlife is often the goal of much theological thought.  Many cultures have debated over even the possibility of an afterlife.  It is clear that not only does the Bible teach that there is life after death for all humans, but the Near East neighbors to the biblical cultures thought as much too.  In fact, they not only believed in a life after death, but they also believed in a judgment at the beginning of that life after death.
  What these concepts were, exactly, and how one went about receiving them, or deceiving to get them as the case may be, was quite varied.  In one Egyptian account of the dead, the Greek personality, Odysseus, is said to have visited the netherworlds and witnessed the “shades” of the departed and the levels of life that they lived by reflection to their earthly lives before.
  This is of interest, because the view that some have of the biblical mentionings on the afterlife reflect this early pagan view of the so-called netherworlds.


In the Scriptures
, two very important interchangeable terms are used between the Old and New Testaments that have a place in the authoritative Word on life after death.  The Hebrew word, Sheol, and the Greek word, Hades, are words of the basic same designation from the Old Testament period and books to that of the New Testament respectively.
  Each of them essentially mean the “grave, pit or death” in their general usage.
 This is more so in the Hebrew usage of Sheol than that of the New Testament and Hades.  Along with this general view, a nuanced view is present in the Old Testament usage and even more pronounced in the New Testament to carry the idea of judgment and possibly punishment.  


With these nuanced understandings of these terms, some have taken the ideas further, blended them with pagan mythology and utilized a sometimes obtrusive “wooden literal” hermeneutic to propose that Sheol/Hades is actually a compartmentalized abode of the departed souls with complex systems of “catch and release” for their coming judgment and eternal fate.  Some extremists have even taken it further to place this so-called abode within the bowels of the earth with multiple levels for multiple offenders, both angelic and human alike.
  These views stretch the terms mentioned here beyond any normal bounds and must be replaced with a more seasoned, textual view.  It is the intention of this paper to propose that: the terms Sheol/Hades have as their main meaning “death” and/or “the grave.” They began taking on euphemistic references to hell and punishment as time when on and progressively through the canon of Scripture.  However, these nuanced meanings must not overshadow the plain meaning of the terms, as this leads to fantastic doctrines about the afterlife and detract from biblical doctrines on the same subject.

This paper will address the basic definitive data about the Ancient Middle Eastern
 use of Sheol/Hades, along with the ultimate goal of the Bible’s use of the terms.  It will also trace the history of the abhorrent views that that have become the modern beliefs coined as the “compartmental theory”
 for the purposes herein.  These views will then be evaluated from both sides and a more preferred option will be offered.  To be clear, the views of the (CT) are not all wrong and in fact have very important beliefs that are supported by Scripture.  It is only contended that these truths have been taken into the court of imagination and then stretched beyond the Scriptural data.
The Terms Proper

In the (AME), the term Sheol had the basic meaning of “death” or the “grave” on one hand, but also as the “abode of the departed spirits” on another.
  This was heavily influenced by the pagan cultures and their mythological theologies.  This belief was that the dead would either remain to live the afterlife in their tombs, hence the large Pyramids for the Egyptian Pharaohs, or they would live out the afterlife in the abode of Sheol, later to be called Hades by the Greek world.
  It is said that they would cross the River Styx and then be judged to receive their future destiny in the underworld.


The later Greek idea of Hades is much the same, being inhabited by the “shades” of those who have died and departed from this world. 
 Its biblical usage is quite different, as is the use of Sheol.  These terms can be mentioned in this order because ultimately Hades was used to translate Sheol in the Greek Septuagint.
  In their usage, the common idea for a general meaning was again that it “designated in general the place or state of the dead, the grave, or death itself.”
  Others see it a bit differently.  Zodhiates remarks in his Complete Word Study Dictionary,

“Hades (86) in the NT was the world or abode of the dead in general. According to the notions of the Jews, Hades was a vast subterranean area where the souls or the spirits of the dead existed in separate states until the resurrection of their bodies. The region of the blessed during this interval, or the inferior paradise, was thought to be in the upper part of this receptacle. Beneath this was the abyss, Gehenna (1067) or Tartarus (5020), in which the souls of the wicked were subjected to punishment.”

Dwight Pentecost in his book, Things to Come, agrees in great degree with this view.
  He is an apt representative of the now disappearing classical dispensationalists that would have included in their doctrines, this approach to Sheol/Hades. This view is undergirding for the variant views that this paper is seeking to diminish.


In the Old Testament use of Sheol, which consists of 65 occurrences, about one half (31) is translated in the King James Version (KJV) of the Bible as “the grave”, 31 more times it is translated “Hell”, and 3 times it is translated “the pit.”  These translational variations find themselves localized to the KJV, as the New Revised Standard Version and the New American Standard Version simply transliterate “Sheol” in the English text, and the New International Version translates it in its most normal sense as “death” or “the grave.”
  In a plain reading of all of the 65 occurrences of Sheol in the Old Testament, it is sufficient to understand every passage as referring to death or the grave as a primary meaning.  Often death and Sheol are placed together in apposition as Hades and death are in five of the ten uses in the New Testament.  These passages can also be seen as bearing the nuances of judgment and punishment in many of the passages.


So what are we to take as the biblical meaning of Sheol/Hades?  Are they terms that speak of a spiritual abode for the departed souls of men? Are they merely words that denote death and burial?  Does the meaning involve an either/or, or a both/and aspect of these two ideas?  
Sheol/Hades as an Abode for the Departed Soul of Men
There are many in the evangelical world who view Sheol/Hades as being an abode for the departed souls of men awaiting the return of their bodies for a final judgment in one fashion or another.
  These views vary, but essentially break down as a belief that:

1. Sheol is the Hebrew, Old Testament word for the abode of the dead. Hades is the Greek New Testament equivalent of that term.

2. Sheol/Hades before the resurrection of Christ had two compartments:

a. One for the righteous, sometimes called “Paradise” or “Abraham’s Bosom” that was emptied of its residents at the resurrection and ascension of Christ.

b. One for the wicked, sometimes called “Hell”, “Outer Darkness”, “Gehenna”, Tartaros,  and ultimately, “The Lake of Fire”.

3. In no instance do any of these terms , accept for “The Lake of Fire” denote the eternal state.

4. This is now the locale of the disembodied wicked awaiting the final resurrection and judgment in The Lake of Fire.

Others who hold to various forms of this view also might include the belief that Christ went to Hades as mentioned in Acts 2:27 and 31
, that “Paradise” is yet still the abode of the righteous dead awaiting the final resurrection
, and that the actual location of Hades is in the bowels of the earth because of the reference in Ephesians 4:9 of “lower parts of the earth” being understood as meaning the “heart” or inner core of the planet.  Whereas some of these are more variant views, the basic (CT) is very popular today.  It is certainly not an unknown view, and neither is it a new view.

As mentioned earlier, the basic structure of the (CT) seems to be derived from the ancient legends of Greek and AME culture.
 The compartments line up well with the views that the ancients had.  The Early Church Fathers first took well too them.  Clement and Polycarp are both well written in the ideals of the (CT).
 In one early writing called The Gospel of Nicodemus
, Death, Hades and Satan are personified and all in a discussion over the departed dead. One writer responds to this history by stating,

“A pagan underworld containing both Paradise and Hades, both the happy and the miserable, like the pagan idol is “nothing in this world.”  There is no such place.”

This brings up the truth that not only is this not the only view, but that it is not preferred.  The arguments against this view stem around the biblical data of the usage of the terms, the biblical texts that teach contrary to this view, the logical and exegetical evaluation of the so-called proof-texts for the (CT) view and the theological framework that is drastically missing in the (CT).
A Brief Theological Evaluation 

Ryrie recognizes that the immaterial body does depart at the time of death and there is some confusion as to how the referents of “death” and “Hades” are connected to the material and immaterial bodies respectively.  However, he is clear to take the view that the Old Testament redeemed went immediately into the presence of the Lord at death.
 He takes this view based on the text in Luke 23:43, which is the account of Jesus telling the thief on the cross that he would be with Jesus that day in Paradise.  Note that this promise was given before the resurrection and ascension of Christ, which would be the time period that the Old Testament saints would have been taken up into heaven from their previous abode in Paradise, or Abraham’s Bosom, according to the (CT).

We would certainly recognize that the New Testament believer goes immediately to be with the Lord at the time of death as well.
 In fact the Bible teaches that it is given for each man to die and then comes the judgment.
  There is no reason to believe that there is an intermediary period before the judgment as the passage does not afford this.  This would bring us to also briefly evaluate the few passages that are commonly used as proof-texts for the (CT), namely Luke 16:19-31, Acts 2:27 & 31, Romans 10:6-7, Ephesians 4:8-9 , 1 Peter 3:18-20 and finally Revelation 20:13-15.

In the parable
 of the rich man and Lazarus, is a passage that is primarily about stewardship and worldly possessions.  Even though ideals of the afterlife are implied and assumed in the passage, it is neither a good nor safe hermeneutic to allow this passage to become a primary, as it often does in the system of the (CT), in the discussion of doctrines that are merely subordinate in the text.  This is likened unto “off-label” use of medication, which too can have devastating effects.

Some have said of Acts 2:27 and 31 that Jesus, after His crucifixion descended in “hell” in this designation of Hades.
  This is unlikely, because Psalm 16 is quoted here that refers to a disallowance of “decay” which is the normal process of physical death.  This passage simply meant that Christ would not stay dead, that is stay in the grave in which He was placed.

In Romans 10:6-7, Paul uses quotes from Deuteronomy not for instruction on where one must go to get this “righteousness”, but rather that one needs to go nowhere, because it is near.  This passage relinquishes all interest in the hyperbolic language of the utmost highest and lowest that one might attempt to travel too.  It has no bearing on the meaning of Hades.

In Ephesians 4:8-9 Christ is referred to as ascending and descending. Here some have taken this phrase, “…that He also descended into the ‘lower regions’” to mean Hades, specifically a Hades that is located in the planet.  It is much more preferable that Christ descended to the earth, which is a “lower region” compared to His estate in Heaven.
  The captives that He would have set free would not then be those related to some esoteric assumption about a possible taking up of this ambiguous region in Hades for the righteous, but rather mankind in general as the Savior of the world.

 Next, in 1 Peter 3:18-20, Christ is spoken of as going to preach to the “spirits who were in prison.”
  Peter connects his teaching to the account of Noah before the flood, which in turn becomes key to interpreting this text.  It is most likely that what is meant is that Noah preached in the “spirit of Christ”, as a type of Christ to be ultimately fulfilled in the initiation of the Kingdom.  There was no “hell preaching” as if the Bible elsewhere gives us such a far-fetched notion.

Finally, in the passage of Revelation 20:13-15, much confusion comes out of too-quickly reading and interpreting this passage.  It mentions death and Hades, the Lake of Fire and the second death.  What is clear is that the Lake of Fire is the second death.  What is not clear to some is when each goes to that second death.  The most plain reading of the text indicates that the sea will give up its dead to the resurrection, then Hades, or the “earthly grave” as in juxtaposition to the “watery grave” will give up its dead to the resurrection.  They are then judged.  Death as a concept and the grave are abolished as by being “thrown” into the Lake of Fire. After this, those whose names are not found in the book of life are thrown into the Lake of Fire.  The view that death and Hades are like spiritual “buckets” that are filling up through the ages with the unrighteous is in that day thrown, “bucket” and all into the Lake of Fire, so as to include the unrighteous in the Judgment by locution is not fair to the plain reading of the text.  One must bring all the presuppositions of the afore mentioned ill-conceived views and interpretations to make this seemingly clear passage support the (CT).

As these passages are evaluated, one main congruence befalls them, namely that they

are used to support the (CT) by taking them out of context and applying them way beyond their primary meaning.  This poor exegesis is at the heart of such aberrant views as the (CT).  This is juxtaposed though by addressing the topic from a biblical passage that primarily deals with the state of the dead and the afterlife.


In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul provides a quite exhaustive approach to the resurrection, seemingly based on some dissentions and misunderstandings of the doctrine.  In this passage, specifically in the latter verses of 26, and 53-58, Paul brings up death in a very elemental fashion, so as to say that ”death” is our final enemy. 
 After the full consummation of the redeeming work of Christ, death will have “lost its sting, lost its victory.”  This is paramount when one in a cursory fashion puts “death” on a basic theological continuum. 


Death is first brought to man as a cognitive knowledge, much misunderstood and wrapped up in a command of God.
  This is actually spoken of later by Paul as a “wage for sin.”
 Death is what we got in the Fall, which is separation.  It is then said that death “reigned” from Adam to Moses,
 through whom came the Law, which only continued to bring death.  Death is the most unnatural event that the human can experience, as it is not the way it is supposed to be.  Death, in fact, is the great enemy more than the devil, himself.  Because of this, the final victory is over death and it is great.
  This is the reversal of the result of Adam’s sin, which in fact is the reoccurring them of Paul’s soteriology through much of his writings.

Conclusion

It must be restated that the preferred view of the biblical usages of Sheol/Hades is that it first designates “death” in general or “the grave.”  The canonically progressive nuances of afterlife judgment, reward and destiny are appropriate implications that would then follow in the discussion of those who have died, those who have been placed in or descended into the grave.  Certainly for the wicked, death and Hell go hand-in-hand.


Even though this is an argument of semantics at one level, the lengths at which many have gone to continue to expand this discussion is troubling.  To see Sheol/Hades as death is enough.  Death is the wages of sin.  Death is separation, even ultimately from God.  Death is horrible.  Death is to be mourned.  The end of death and the grave is to be longed for as part and parcel of the longing of the return of our Lord.
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